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Embracing Germany: Interwar German Society and Black Germans through the Eyes of
African-American Reporters
Between November 1929 and January 1930 the front pages of the biggest selling African-American newspaper, the Chicago Defender, featured weekly reports about a tour of Western Europe undertaken by its editor Robert Sengstacke Abbott and his wife Helen. With the exception of Britain where he personally suffered racial discrimination the experience of visiting Europe was presented as being both liberating and inspirational -one which contrasted greatly with his experience of being black in the United States.
i In detailed reports on the individual countries he visited he tried to convey a sense of this to his readers, the vast majority of whom would never be in a position to travel to Europe. He informed them: "For what do you find in the white man's own country? That a black man receives the highest courtesy and is free to come and go everywhere. In short, he is free to do what any other human being can do." ii For Abbott, and most likely his readers, the positive reception he received in Germany was the most surprising of all among the countries he visited. This contradicted prevailing negative stereotypes of the evil German "Hun" stemming from World War
One. In a series of enthusiastic vignettes Abbott instead described Germans in glowing terms and
Germany was presented as a place lacking in racial discrimination. Within Europe France was the most privileged site in the African-American political and cultural imagination, but now Germany too was imagined as a place where talented black men and women could be (and were) successful. 
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Although prominent black intellectuals of the pre-1945 era the three men, particularly
Rogers and McMillan, remain largely forgotten and their reflections on their time in Europe and
Germany have been almost entirely ignored. iv At the time, however, the reach of the men's published reports was considerable; their newspapers had a combined circulation of well over 340 000 by the late 1920s. v Rogers' and McMillan's writings were also reproduced, often word for word, in a number of other influential African-American newspapers such as the New Journal and Guide,
the Philadelphia Tribune and The Pittsburgh Courier. And, of course, copies were passed on to countless additional readers among family and friends, or picked up in black social and political spaces such as churches, barbershops, and salons. vi They played a central role in shaping knowledge about Germany and the Germans to their African-American readers even long after they had left.
In this article the men's writings are approached from two interlinking lines of inquiry.
Firstly, the men's positive responses to Germany are explored. While much of their enthusiasm for the country appears to have been genuine their writings, on the one hand, were also informed by longer established African-American narratives of Germany as a site of cultural and intellectual achievement and of Germans as being defenders of African-American interests. On the other hand, and linked to this, their reports on Germany served as a means of critiquing institutionalized white supremacy in the United States. Europe in general and Germany in particular functioned as an alternative frame of reference against which to compare and contrast the life of African Americans in the US. The men consciously presented idealized and romanticized visions of a Germany in which there was a lack of color prejudice. This caused them to downplay or disremember racially charged incidents that they themselves witnessed and to ignore or question claims of racial discrimination that they heard from resident black informants. In a similar vein, in their coverage any meaningful reflection on Germany's violent colonial past, which might upset their visions of Germany, was noticeably absent. Equally, missing from their reports was any developed discussion of Germany's more recent Black Shame propaganda campaign against France's use of colonial troops in the Rhineland. Instead, through creating a sanitized version of Germany the men were highly critical of race relations in the US and of American civilization, while simultaneously they encouraged readers to imagine what the opportunities for black men and women could and should be if their lives were not restricted by societal and institutional racism. Germany were now also consciously envisaged as being part of this imagined community. The feelings of empathy for these distant black communities that the men, Abbott especially, looked to engender within their readers strategically focused less on common experiences of racial hardship.
Instead they sought to create a sense of shared racial pride through celebrating the achievements of Black Europeans living in majority white societies. As will be shown, however, such positive reporting 6 celebration which took place in the small village of Müggelheim to the southeast of Berlin. Berlin which he praised for having the most impressive monuments in Europe he was keen to visit
Frankfurt as Goethe's birthplace and later home of the philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer. He wrote about the former in his travel reports while he devoted an entire article to the influence of the latter on his own intellectual development. xxiv Rogers was especially drawn to Schopenhauer's argument that compassion formed the basis of morality. This he interpreted as meaning that "kindness of heart" was the greatest of all human attributes. It is perhaps not surprising then that in his travel accounts kindness was one of the key characteristics that Rogers, like Abbott and McMillan, ascribed to the white men and women he met in Germany. This served to emphasize their lack of racial prejudice in contrast to white Americans, but it was also in keeping with older African-American representations of Germans. Woods much earlier comments at the Müggelheim festival similarly exemplify this, while Du Bois' positive social interactions with white Germans led him to the more dramatic conclusion that it was in Germany that "I began to realize that white people were
Challenging the Image of the Hun
Despite these longer African-American connections to Germany the reception that the three reporters received there, more than in any other European country they visited, came as a surprise.
The image of the enlightened, prejudice-free German had been disrupted by World War One and had been replaced by more recent, dominant stereotypes of the aggressive, militaristic and barbarous German "Hun." Such images had been widely disseminated in the US as part of wartime propaganda by the government agency, the Committee for Public Information, as part of their "Hate-the-Hun" campaign. This had been designed to secure popular backing for US entry into the conflict. xxvi In propaganda posters, popular literature and film and in both the white and AfricanAmerican press the savage "Hun" was depicted as raping and pillaging his way through Europe. This extended to chastising a white American for arguing that the Germans were being rightfully punished for their role in the outbreak of the war.
Far from affirming the stereotype of the "Hun" the Germans the men encountered were depicted as being extremely courteous and, above all, very welcoming. Americans. xl These ranged from the colorful clothes children wore and a shared hearty appetite for meat to the importance of religion and humor in everyday life. He especially saw parallels with the German love of music. This included the singing of folk songs and the revival of traditional dances.
The forms of the latter reminded him of the "call-set-dance" style, essentially dancing in sets, "Is it not true after all that the one race is the human race? and that the souls and the responses of men are so much alike that the faces of men are colorless."
The German Gaze
What particularly impressed the men, like earlier black visitors from the US, where the color bar was more rigid and of longer standing, was the apparent absence of both subtle, everyday forms of racism as well as the absence of more institutionalized anti-black racism in Germany. While the US color line followed the journalists to Europe in the guise of white American tourists, here to their surprise they found white men and women willing to speak up on their behalf and defend their rights. Invariably any prejudice that they reported on during their time in Germany specifically and in Europe in general came from white Americans they came across. For example, Abbott and Rogers recalled incidents during which white Americans demanded that US practices of segregation be upheld overseas. In Berlin and Paris white guests asked that the journalists be thrown out of hotels they were also booked into. In both cases the proprietors refused and instead suggested the white guests should seek other accommodation.
At the same time the men were all too aware of the range of reactions that their presence drew from the German public. All three reflected upon being made aware of their skin color and they described how they were constantly being looked at, whether in towns or villages or large urban centers like Berlin. Unfailingly, the looks they were subjected to were positively contrasted to their experiences of being black in the US. While in Germany too there was a sense of being objectified, according to Rogers, the gaze of the Germans "has a different meaning." xli For him the experience of being looked at in Leipzig was not driven by malice, hence it fundamentally differed from the more menacing looks African Americans were likely to be subjected to in "Pennsylvania, parts of Illinois and the South." This view was shared by McMillan who believed that, with the exception of young children and a few "uncultured" people, Berliners would not dare to openly stand and stare at him. Instead they would exercise "self-restraint" and try to casually glance over at him; even if this was the first time they had seen a black person. xlii Abbott provided a more detailed account of his experiences:
I was gazed at in Germany, more than any other country, but let me say here that it was a different gaze from that which I would be greeted with in America. . . . It was different from that, for instance, with which the Americans greeted us when we walked into the dining room of our hotel at Bremen. In short, the gaze of the German people was full of friendly curiosity.
xliii All three men argued that the German gaze was primarily driven by a positive sense of inquisitiveness, rather than being an expression of white claims to subjugation and domination over the black body. xliv On this basis Abbott actively welcomed the looks he received and he was happy to engage in conversation with his curious onlookers. For the men this curiosity was underpinned by the fact that the black presence in Germany was so small, which in turn implied that Germans appeared to lack a predetermined knowledge and experience of the racialized Black Other, which were central to racial hierarchies in the US. The unstated implication was that it was essentially the "exoticness" of their appearance that inspired curiosity.
That the men chose to interpret the German gaze in a positive manner was no doubt linked to the warm and friendly treatment that they had experienced. Nonetheless, this reading clearly benefitted their overall strategy of presenting Germany as being free of racial prejudice which in turn was a means of critiquing American civilization and racial intolerance in the US. German men, Rogers had busied himself with "studying the country" instead of attempting to converse with any German women. Days before leaving, while on a boating cruise on the Rhine, he finally plucked up the courage to speak to a group of white German college girls under the pretense of requesting a cigarette. He reflected: "Had I been in America I might have passed them with a glance, and as to speaking to them I would no more have thought of doing so than I would have gone to the police station and asked them to lock me up." To his astonishment not only did the young women offer him a cigarette, but they started flirting with him -all of which took place without negative consequences for either Rogers or the women. li Before the end of the cruise the women asked Rogers to visit their college on his next trip to Germany and to write to them; the second request he fulfilled shortly after.
Not only did it appear that black men and women were able to freely socialize with whomever they chose, but for the journalists it was also clear that African-American visitors were able to enjoy far greater freedom of movement in public spaces than they could in the US. McMillan enthused: "Every public place in Berlin is wide open to Negroes. They can go anywhere they are able or foolish enough to go -from the best hotels down to the wildest of the night clubs." lii This lack of segregation also extended to public transport. The three journalists tried to convey a sense of these freedoms to their readers through telling them of their extensive train journeys as well as visits to clubs, restaurants and hotels -none of which were segregated and none of which refused them entry. Certainly the nightlife of the late Weimar period, which Abbott compared favorably to Paris, was in itself part explanation for the men's enthusiastic response to Germany. Moreover, through highlighting the unrestricted freedoms that they enjoyed in Germany (and in Europe in general) the men's coverage underlined the aberrant nature of the social restrictions that African Americans faced in the US. The extent to which the men believed they were treated no differently from any other visitors was further underlined by an episode Abbott told of his time in Hamburg. liii He was "stung" in a nightclub on the city's notorious Reeperbahn when he was greatly overcharged for what turned out to be cheap wine. This calls to mind an incident Du Bois wrote about concerning his time in Imperial Berlin when he was cheated out of money by a cab driver. liv While Du Bois read this as a possible rare example of racial discrimination, Abbott chose to believe his misfortune was down to nationality rather than race. As he described in his own words, he and his colleague "were sitting in the seats reserved for Americans with more money than brains." lv
Diasporic Vision and Black Germans
The men's positive responses to Germany as well as the welcome they felt they received need to be set against the historical context of their visits. The late 1920s and early 1930s were a period of great political, social and economic upheaval as the Great Depression hit Germany, unemployment rapidly increased and the Nazi party was on the verge of coming to power. Although a conservative backlash was growing, popular enthusiasm for North American cultural products such as jazz still existed.
Increasing numbers of African-American entertainers had been touring Germany from the mid- Germany. lvi Success was also testimony to the actual excitement and entertainment value of performances. This was something which was linked to black artists' ability to "merchandize" themselves to European audiences in ways which enabled audiences to discover "their internal
Africa" and to engage in erotic fantasies within the safe confines of the theatre or concert hall.
lvii
The journalists met a number of these touring performers and sportspeople while in This positive image that Abbott in particular developed did not match the reality of the socio-economic circumstances in which Black Germans lived. It was undermined partly by a brief acknowledgement that most Africans in Germany, even performers, were struggling to find work.
That this was not simply down to the country's worsening economic situation was hinted at by Rogers who reported that the African performers he encountered in Berlin complained that white musicians were insisting that they be given preferential treatment when competing for jobs.
Contemporary sources suggest that by the late 1920s most were living on the margins of German society as a consequence of both increasing popular prejudice as well as rising unemployment.
lxvii One of the performers mentioned in Abbott's reports, the dancer Richard Dinn, died in poverty months after the journalist met him. As the three men observed most Black Germans were indeed performers, but this was largely because normal routes to employment were increasingly shut off to them. While Brody was successful and he was one of the few black actors whose roles were often credited, most of his contemporaries struggled to find regular engagements. lxviii In addition, images of Brody and Bilé in Harem costumes in the Defender underline the type of roles Black Germans were expected to perform; frequently they represented a generic figure of the racialized exotic
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Other, whose nationality and ethnic background were largely irrelevant. McMillan was highly critical of such performances of "race" arguing that they inspired prejudice instead of admiration.
lxix
The images of fashionably dressed Berlin-based Africans in the Defender, like other surviving images of Black Germans, similarly masked the difficult socio-economic situation they faced. Rogers candidly observed; "Every Negro I saw in Berlin was fairly well dressed . . ., though several of them said they hadn't been able to get a job in months. Please do not ask me how this is done, as I will be forced to choose between being truthful and being polite." lxx A number of men in the aforementioned group photograph had been forced to pawn their winter jackets in order to fund Dinn's funeral. At the same time, however, much as Du Bois had appreciated the power of dress in Imperial Germany, the images in the Defender suggest that decades later African residents wore spats, suits, hats and carried canes as means of asserting a sense of dignity under circumstances of insecurity and dependency that conspired to deny them this. lxxi A lack of social inclusion is also betrayed by an image of Josefa Boholle in the Defender. The photograph, almost certainly unbeknown to Abbott, had been previously used in her 1928 German citizenship application: a reminder that almost all black people from Germany's former colonies as well as their children were not, nor had they ever been, German citizens. lxxii Instead, those who had arrived pre-1914 had been German colonial subjects with ill-defined and limited rights. In the postwar period they were now actual subjects of the French and British mandate powers who had inherited the German possessions. The French and the British were reluctant both to exercise this responsibility and to allow these men, women and their children to return home, thus rendering them effectively stateless and leaving them dependent on the goodwill of the German authorities.
The liminal civil status Black Germans possessed imposed real restrictions upon their ability to carve out a life worth living in Germany. In keeping with vindicationist tradition the men were internationalist in their outlook; they looked to create transnational connections, both real and imagined, between black populations on the basis of blackness being a positive identity. lxxv This is seen in the positivity of their coverage which served to create a sense of solidarity and affinity between readers and the Black European populations they were reading about. All three journalists presented these populations as being part of a wider black diaspora. These fleeting encounters with Black Germans as well as other Black European groups, which the three men actively men sought out, bespeak a sense of connection to them though the depth of the connection remains unclear given the journalists' apparent lack of empathy for their informants' socio-economic conditions. Nevertheless, the very fact that all three devoted articles to looking at Germany and Europe's black presence suggests that they believed their readers would at least share the journalists' interest in these populations and that they would between Germans and African Americans, he concluded that those of African heritage were better served emphasizing that they were first and foremost members of the human race, rather than imagining a "black union."
The timings of the men's visits to Germany coincided with the Nazi party's ascent to power, an event which challenged their views of the country. Of the three, Abbott had the least to say about
Hitler's party, although in 1929 he was clearly aware of its existence. Somewhat bizarrely a row of swastikas appeared under the paper's front page headlines in editions featuring reports of his trip to Germany. His paper, like the African-American press in general, however, actively discussed the new political situation and as a sign of the connections established to Black Germans, the Defender was one of several papers monitoring and drawing attention to their deteriorating situation.
lxxix After leaving Germany, McMillan and particularly Rogers contributed more to debates in the press about the nature of Nazism. Notably absent in their writings was any considered discussion of anti-Semitism although both McMillan and Rogers recognized that the Jews were the primary targets of Nazi racial policy. lxxx Rogers stated that the persecution they faced was both brutal and unjustified. But his attempts to explain why they faced persecution were undermined by his resorting to existing stereotypes of the Jew as a capitalist exploiter and his questioning of the accuracy of reports about Nazi violence. Ultimately the point that he sought to make was that life for African Americans in the US was far worse than the conditions Jews faced in Nazi Germany. This was a comparison that was prominent in much of the African-American press' discussion about the Nazis.
lxxxi
In general, the men's lines of discussion were in keeping with the overall coverage of the African-American press. Throughout the 1930s and wartime period, both men continued to present Germany as a mirror in which US color prejudice and a lack of meaningful democracy was reflected.
Hitler at times was dubbed a southern "cracker" or compared to a member of the Ku Klux Klan. Germany, like most of Europe, was in many ways a revelation which caused them to reflect on their lives in the US and on US society and culture in general. Here they were to a greater degree than ever imaginable at home treated as equals and their rights and wishes were respected. They were able to move freely and socialize wherever and with whomever they chose without fear of reprisals.
Clearly in contrast to the US Germany and much of Europe did seem to be free of anti-black discrimination and Rogers and Abbott urged their readers to spend time in Europe. While for the majority of their readership this was entirely unrealistic, the journalists' travel reports allowed at least a form of vicarious armchair travel. More importantly, however, the reports were deliberately constructed to highlight the inequalities of life in the US and to demonstrate to readers that these inequalities were not normal. Of all the countries the men visited interwar Germany functioned as the ideal place against which to judge American claims to democracy. US wartime propaganda had established Germany as an undemocratic state populated by barbaric Huns, a reputation further enhanced by Germany's legacy of colonial violence against black populations. The reporters' coverage of their visits to Germany, however, contested this and instead the men presented visions of a Germany free of color prejudice and segregation in which the barbarous Huns were far more humane towards black people than white Americans were. Germany, therefore, emerged as a civilized nation in contrast to the US whose own claims to being civilized were in doubt as long as Jim
Crow continued to be tolerated.
These idealized visions were shaped by a mixture of the men's own experiences, by longer African-American narratives of Germany and the Germans, and by their strategic aim of criticizing the US. Consciously or otherwise this caused them to overlook the increasing marginalization their Black German informants faced as well as the more obvious forms of discrimination that they themselves witnessed, such as the human zoos featuring African participants that Abbott and Rogers visited, but did not comment upon. Even in the Third Reich black men and women were presented as enjoying more freedoms than in the US. Once away from Germany much of the men's later commentaries on life in Nazi Germany became even more abstract and romanticized; they were largely informed by the fond memories of their own visits and by a distinct lack of knowledge about the situation of Black Germans.
At the same time, while Paris was already an established site of black internationalism, in writing about Black Germans the men brought to their readers' attention the existence of a black community in Europe that most readers would not have been aware of. In doing so their coverage demonstrates the important role that black newspaper reporters played in expanding the black diasporic vision. Their reports on this black presence were certainly idealized in order to sustain their visions of Germany and the Germany that the journalists experienced, imagined and reported upon was far different from that which resident Black Germans experienced daily. But, in choosing to celebrate Black Germans' successes, rather than focusing on their declining circumstances they offer an important alternative perspective to the existing source base; one which helps to illuminate the extent to which Black Germans were actually able to create lives worth living despite the deteriorating socio-economic and political situation they faced. Additionally, the reports and the spate of correspondence they inspired provide evidence of the active participation of Black Germans within these wider black internationalist networks. by the treatment they received in post-war West Germany. lxxxv Here, in contrast to the segregation they continued to suffer at home and in the US army, they too experienced a degree of liberation impossible in the US and they encountered white men and women among the former enemy who treated them well. For many the transformative experience of being stationed in Germany exposed the contradictions of American democracy and inspired them to take up the Civil Rights struggle. In 1948 McMillan was also in West Germany, reporting on the fate of the so-called occupation children.
These were the offspring of white German women and African-American GIs. The children's future had become a matter of discussion for the African-American press and African-American political groups as they too were now drawn into imaginings of global black diasporic vision. Numerous commentators debated as to whether they could grow up free from racial discrimination in the former Nazi state. McMillan, now a Professor of History at South Carolina A. & M. College, intervened in this discussion writing several articles. In these, without any reflection on his own previous experiences of Germany, he argued that the children were better off in the country of their birth where their presence could help Germans to shake free from the "narrow views" of the Nazi past and to once again become free of color prejudice. 
